Books, articles, and television and radio programmes about genetic engineering, in any or all of its forms, have proliferated like DNA in a thermal cycler. They also tend to display a high degree of reproductive fidelity: are they being cloned? The recurring message is 'Beware! Genetic manipulation is a dangerous venture into the unknown and too important to be left to the geneticists'. This is true and needs to be said preferably in a way that imparts some understanding of the subject. The latest offering is Altered Genes: Reconstructing Nature: the Debate1. How does it measure up and what distinguishes it from its many competitors?
First, it is a well-edited collection of essays from fifteen Australian writers, adopting a very definite Australian perspective. Surprisingly, that has the effect of sharpening the focus of the non-antipodean reader. Australia is a real place, facing real and immediate issues in human and agricultural genetics but, in detail, these are just sufficiently removed from corresponding problems in other parts of the world for us Europeans to view them in the round without the distortions of close personal involvement. Australia has also experienced to a greater degree than most countries the disastrous effects of ill-considered attempts to interfere with established ecological systems (from the rabbit to the cane toad). Although these receive scarcely a mention in any of the essays, knowledge of them serves as a salutary backdrop to discussion of the need for safeguards in the experimental handling of self-replicating molecules.
Second, apart from David Suzuki, who introduces the book with 'a geneticist's reflections on the new genetics', the contributors are in the main sociologists rather than biologists or journalists. Each has made a special study of at least one aspect of genetic engineering as it affects (or is likely to affect) society and each presents a passionately argued case. The breadth of special interests covered is certainly unusual from feminism, through a critique of the press handling of scientific issues, to the role of commercial interests in moulding political and public opinion. Most display a reasonable grasp of the scientific background, or at least are prepared to acknowledge the limits of their understanding. The writing is commendably taut and sociological jargon has been kept to an acceptable minimum. Above all, even those essays that are overtly hostile to the practice of gene manipulation make a conscious effort to identify the counter argument and to demonstrate the 'Janus face' of biotechnology, with its potential for great benefits as well as dangers.
For readers with a medical background, and especially for those involved directly in the 'new genetics', it is undoubtedly valuable to encounter cogently expressed views from a very different perspective to see ourselves as others see us. Even the misconceptions are instructive. For example, the Asilomar conference called by Paul Berg and a small group of concerned molecular biologists is seen in the scientific community as evidence of responsible and ethical behaviour by some of the first people to recognize the possible dangers associated with new developments in that field. It comes as something of a shock to see the conference portrayed here as an attempt by scientists to establish the principle of self-regulation and avoidance of answerability to the public at large. There are powerful messages here about the need to connect. Doctors, scientists and other professionals may despair at the profundity of public ignorance of their subject but the answer should not be a retreat behind the ramparts of specialism. We must try harder to educate each other. About two-thirds of the book is concerned primarily with molecular genetics (both diagnostic and therapeutic) in man. Inevitably the spectre of eugenics is raised, as are the familiar issues of confidentiality, genetic discrimination and the potential for unintended effects of genetic manipulation. Though no new insights emerge from these particular discussions, on several occasions 'minor themes' provide a refreshing counterpoint and stimulate a novel train of thought. There is, for example, a short section on jokes about genetics, while trenchant criticism of the composition and function of research ethics committees deserves to be read, noted and inwardly digested, not only in Australia.
The other main topic is agri-genetics or 'GM' crops, including a concise and disturbing account of the development of pest-resistant cotton on an experimental and eventually commercial scale. For several reasons geographical, climatic and political-Australia has been a favoured site for trials of this type, and experience there should be of particular interest to UK readers in the light of controversies nearer home.
We are still in the very early stages of our exposure to 'altered genes' and it is unlikely that all of the predictions of the contributors to this collection will come true for good or ill. Equally, there are bound to be benefits and disadvantages not yet foreseen. At the risk of generalizing unfairly, I detect a tendency among sociologists to assume that there is a 'right answer' to any complex human problem and that, if we can only assemble the right group of wise persons (predominantly sociologists?), that answer will emerge through reasoned argument. Experience in medicine, on the other hand, seems to suggest that there will be no perfect answer and we must strive to do our best in an imperfect world.
This should not be taken to mean that the writers of these essays are wasting their time. What they rightly stress is that there is a great need for wide-ranging, well-informed and continuing debate on all matters relating to genetic technology that are going to affect our lives and those of our Fifteen years ago, a couple of weeks of dedicated reading could make one an expert on AIDS: now, even full-time researchers into the HIV epidemic have to specialize to keep up with the deluge of AIDS-related publications. Hence the value of a slim paperback that summarizes the trends in virology, epidemiology, treatment and prevention; and hence, also, no need to explain why a secondedition is needed only five years after the first. Professor Schoub's book remains a readable and admirably concise text on AIDS and HIV for the non-specialist. While the gloomy predictions have been exceeded in some developing countries, the science of the virus is far better understood and therapeutic advances have modified the advance ofthe epidemic in countries that can afford them. Schoub now writes of 'cautious optimism' and 'improved quality of life', rather than of menace to civilizations and 'the potential for mass destruction' which prefaced the first edition. What the reader seeks is not, however, the all too familiar AIDS rhetoric. Rather, the reader is looking for help in the facts-versus-fatalism issues that are still central to the management and prevention of HIV. Despite trends to view HIV as a chronic treatable infection, the prevailing view of AIDS, reflected by identical phrasing in both editions, is that it is still a 'new and unique disease'. This view has been reinforced by the continuing separation of work on HIV infection from that on other infectious diseases. Historians and sociologists will no doubt be able to tell us why the social exclusion of many of the sufferers seems to have been matched by the isolation of much of the research into HIV. Meanwhile, the idea of uniqueness has led to some reinvention of public health wheels and a tendency to continue to explain how HIV is different, rather than how it resembles other serious infections and chronic diseases.
The strength of the book, as would be expected from a distinguished virologist, is the clear description of the virus and the updated sections on anti-AIDS drugs and vaccines.
Other sections appear essentially the same as in the 1994 edition. The public health, ethics and epidemiology sections include useful summaries of differences in national approaches to the disease, such as statutory notification: the UK remains a major exception to the mandatory requirement to report the disease in most countries. The increased emphasis on integrated care for HIV patients is not discussed, nor are the recent efforts to address the needs for education, counselling and removing the stigma of AIDS. The book is well illustrated for its price, but, possibly to ensure only a small increase in cost, illustrations have not been updated. This new edition also retains the outdated terminology of 'first and third world'. While acknowledging the rapid escalation of the epidemic in developing countries, Schoub still gives under-reporting of AIDS cases in Africa as 'up to 90%'. HIV epidemiologists might expect a reappraisal of estimated prevalence in areas such as sub-Saharan Africa: but perhaps they would not quibble with his statement, unchanged since 1994, that existing data convey a dramatic and desperate picture of the extent of the epidemic with an increase of 26 million in the WHO estimate for the global total of HIV-infected persons between 1993 and 1997. The epidemic is still driven, as he observes, by the engines of poverty and deprivation: but here the reader can find a few more facts to counter the fatalism engendered by both the enormity of the epidemic and the difficulty of removing its causes. -415-16499-0 London: Routledge, 1999 In most medical bookshops, the bulk of the stock refers to hospital specialist practice rather than general practice, in inverse proportion to doctor-patient contacts and reflecting
